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Abstract 
The objective of this research is to conceptualize the deontological hero construct by determining the frame created by current 
literature and by presenting the results of an empirical study. The study proves the existence of a very powerful link between the 
employees perception of ethical behavior manifested by their superiors or colleagues and the way these coworkers are viewed as 
role models. The results have deep implications on human resources management and offer a better understanding of concepts 
such as leading by example, transformational leadership and charisma. 
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1. The deontological hero – a conceptualization 
 
A strong relationship between leadership, ethical behavior and organizational culture has been determined by 
authors such as Brien (1998); Disckson et. al. (2001); Fisher and Fowler (1995); Key (1999); Milton-Smith (1997) 
and Sims (2000). A strong organizational culture is built on the manifestation of deontological behaviors and the 
respect towards moral values. The employees that manifest in a highly moral way become heroes inside the 
organizational culture and promoters of its values, which is also the case when it comes to great leaders. Therefore, 
an ethical organizational culture refers to the shared perceptions of ethically acceptable behavior and the ways in 
which ethical issues are addressed in the organization (Victor and Cullen, 1987). The interdependence between these 
three elements is the base for the current study and has led to the conceptualization of the deontological hero 
construct. 
A fundamental element of the organizational culture is the importance of heroes and their stories. These heroes 
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can be the owners of the business, great CEOs of the corporation or simple sale agents that think of customer 
loyalty. They are highly useful in promoting organizational values that often imply the manifestation of a 
deontological behavior. All heroes have their own story, that single event that defined them in the organization and 
transformed them into legends of the organizational culture. Their greatest merit is not the story itself, but the power 
of example it exerts on newcomers and coworkers. These stories prove the existence of a complex organizational 
history built on the characters of great leaders. At the same time, the stories can be blueprints in solving certain 
situations or even in dealing with moral dilemmas. 
Organizational stories usually exalt a particular quality of the hero’s character or personality (Deal and Kennedy, 
1982; McCoy, 1985; Schein, 1990). The main characteristic of the deontological hero is his ability to choose what 
his duty dictates when faced with a moral dilemma.  
The deontological hero is physically present inside the organization and is not necessarily part of the 
organizational culture. His qualities are not exacerbated and idolized as is the case of the organizational hero. His 
greatest merit is the manifestation of deontological behavior in his day-to-day activity and when faced with moral 
dilemmas. His heroism and power of example are derived from the perspective his coworkers have upon him. When 
analyzing deontological behavior the perspective of the staff in regard to deontological heroes is more important 
than the actual behavior.  
The deontological hero has the ability to take decisions and solve moral dilemmas by appealing to the duty 
imposed by his organizational position. Let justice be done even if heaven will fall is a famous and profound 
deontological quote. This is the way deontological heroes act inside the organization, taking decisions imposed by 
their duties even if the consequences are disastrous. Human nature often dictates decisions by appealing to the 
probable consequences they generate or the general utility they produce: the maximum amount of good for the 
maximum amount of people. These ways of dealing with moral dilemmas, teleological and utilitarian, are not 
compatible with modern economy in which only a deontological interpretation makes sense.  
 
 
2. Methodology  
 
The current study is part of a larger research designed to determine the variables that impact the development of 
ethical judgment in the case of public procurement experts in the North-East region of Romania. 
In order to conceptualize the deontological hero construct respondents had to give an answer to four items on a 5 
point Likert scale, from total disagreement to total agreement. A missing value was also added if the respondents 
wanted to avoid what is surely a delicate issue. Demographical items such as age, education, sex and the type of 
organization in which the respondent works were also added.   
The study items are: 
- The behavior of my superiors is a model to follow 
- I consider that the behavior of my superiors is an ethical one 
- The behavior of my coworkers influences my own decisions in my activity 
- I consider that the behavior of my coworkers is an ethical one.  
The study was carried out between January 2013 and January 2014 on a sample of 233 public procurement 
experts from the North-East region of Romania. The questionnaires were sent via email and also handed personally, 
generating a response rate of 47%. After removing the incomplete questionnaires 74 valid recordings were obtained.  
The majority of respondents are young, 73% are younger than 40 years of age. Also women are more present 
with a total of 63% from the total sample. Concerning education, only three levels were given – college degree, 
master degree and doctoral degree because public procurement expert need at least a college degree in order to 
obtain their certification. There is an equal distribution between respondents that work in the public sector (46%) 
and public procurement expert that work in the private sector (54%). It is important to have a strong sample of 
experts that work in the private sector because their role in the bidding process is very important. The Institute for 
Public Policies has published in October 2013 a study entitled Sustainable public procurements in order to 
streamline investments in Romania. The study recorded the perception of Romanian citizens in regard to the public 
procurement process. The results were at least worrying: 86% of the respondents consider that public procurement 
procedures are not won on fair bases. At the same time, 58% of respondents consider that Romanian firms are 
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willing to resort to bribery in order to win the procedures.  
 
3. Hypothesis  
 
The objective of the current study is to determine if there is a link between the employee perception of ethical 
behavior manifested by their superiors or colleagues and the way these coworkers are viewed as role models. The 
hypotheses are based on the current literature concerning the subject. 
In their study, Brenner and Molander (1977) have concluded that there is a strong link between the moral 
development of superiors and the respect towards ethics manifested by employees. Yukl, Guinan and Sottolano 
(1995) linked this to the power of example, to the fact that employees seek in their superior a model to follow. 
Ethical behavior in organizations is often reduced to adulating and imitating the leader (Jackall, 1988). Therefore, 
we can conclude that leaders provide a natural source of value for their employees (Bandura, 1977). 
Furthermore there are studies that conclude that leader role-modeling is the most critical factor determining 
ethical culture (Dickson et. al. 2001, Morgan, 1993, Murphy and Enderle, 1995, Nielsen, 1989, Sims and 
Brinkmann, 2002). A significant relationship has been found between the commitment of top management to ethics 
and integrated practices of corporate social responsability (Weaver et. al., 1999). 
Folie a deux is a french psychiatry term that translates to madness shared by two. This syndrome manifests when 
delusional beliefs are passed from one individual to another inside a close environment. Taking into account that 
organizations can be perceived as closed environments there is a possibility that a form of folie a deux might 
manifest in regard to ethical behaviors. Therefore, the ethical beliefs of a deontological hero could be passed to 
coworkers inside the organization.  
After analyzing the current literature and conceptualizing the deontological hero construct, the tested hypothesis 
are: 
H1. There is a link between the employee perception of ethical behavior manifested by their superiors and the way 
they are perceived as role models.  
H2. There is a link between the employee perception of ethical behavior manifested by their colleagues and the way 
they are perceived as role models.  
 
4. Data analysis  
 
The data analysis was done using SPSS version 17.0 and took into consideration the indicators accepted by the 
current literature. 
As an instrument the Factorial Correspondence Analysis (FCA) was used instead of a simple correlation. In order 
to better illustrate the results generated by the FCA some abbreviations were necessary – Table 1. 
        
        Table 1.  Abbreviations 
 Hypothesis  The items used in the FCA and the abbreviations 
H1 The behavior of my superiors is a model to 
follow 
A’ – total agreement 
B’ - agreement 
C’ – neither agree, nor disagree 
D’ - disagreement 
E’ – total disagreement 
I consider that the behavior of my superiors is 
an ethical one 
A – total agreement 
B – agreement 
C – neither agree, nor disagree 
D – disagreement 
E – total disagreement 
H2 The behavior of my coworkers influences my 
own decisions in my activity 
A – total agreement 
B – agreement 
C – neither agree, nor disagree 
D – disagreement 
E – total disagreement 
I consider that the behavior of my coworkers 
is an ethical one.  
A’ – total agreement 
B’ - agreement 
C’ – neither agree, nor disagree 
D’ - disagreement 
E’ – total disagreement 
 
 
The results generated for H1 are presented in figure 1 and the results generated for H2 are presented in 
figure 2. 
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Figure 1: The results generated for H1 are presented 
 
 
The value of Sig for the current test is 0, which signifies that there is a link between the two variables. From 
figure 1 we can determine that the link is very strong and positive taking into consideration the left-right framing of 
variables. At the same time it can be concluded that there is no total disagree answer for the I consider that the 
behavior of my superiors is an ethical one item which is the reason why the E variable is missing. 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2: the results generated for H2 are presented 
 
The value of Sig for the current test is 0, which signifies that there is a link between the two variables. From 
figure 1 we can determine that the link is very strong and positive taking into consideration the left-right framing of 
variables. There is an exception to this in regard to the neither agree, nor disagree variable (C and C’). The relation 
between these two variables is negative but it is not relevant for the current study.  
After testing the two hypotheses it can be concluded that both hypotheses are validated and that there is a very 
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strong positive link between the employee perception of ethical behavior manifested by their superiors or colleagues 
and the way these coworkers are viewed as role models. 
 
5. The managerial perspective  
 
The link determined between members of the organizational staff is of great importance. Researchers such as 
Jose and Thibodeaux (1999) have concluded that an ethical culture is more important than developing codes of 
conduct and ethics training. Therefore, ethical codes and courses have a low yield in the developing of deontological 
behavior if no deontological heroes are present within the organization.  
Concerning deontological heroes, a leading by example perspective is easy to identify. Leading by example is 
also the result of employee perception on leaders. Taking into account the results of the current study, the 
implementation of a leading by example style is conditioned by the manifestation of a deontological behavior by 
managers. If managers want to be perceived as examples to follow, the manifestation of a deontological behavior is 
a must.  A deontological hero will have much higher chances of implementing a leading by example managing style. 
At the same time, the nature of transformational leadership is well associated with the deontological hero. 
Transformational leadership occurs when a leader and his followers interact in such a way so as to raise each other 
to higher levels of motivation and morality (Driscoll and McKee, 2007). The creation of a modern organizational 
culture has to gravitate around the deontological hero. The days of the excellence champion (Peters and Waterman, 
2003) are long gone together with most of the companies studied by the two authors. The deontological hero is a 
long term alternative that could change the way organizations function.  
Charisma was first identified in the writings of Plato, who considered that the origin of this feature is divine 
(Aaltio-Marjosola and Takala, 2000). In modern economical literature, Weber (1964) is the first to assign this 
attribute to organizational heroes and great leaders. He considers that charismatic leaders emerge in times of crisis 
when basic values, institutions and the legitimacy of the organization are brought into question (Weber, 1964). 
Taking into account the results of the current study and the fact that the nature of charisma is not very rational 
(Aaltio-Marjosola and Takala, 2000) it can be concluded that the manifestation of a deontological behavior is an 
important component of charisma. Therefore, a necessary condition for a leader to become charismatic and a model 
to follow is the manifestation of a deontological behavior. 
The management of human resources can use the results generated by the current study in order to improve the 
promoting and recruiting process. When it comes to picking the best person for a certain managerial position, an 
analysis of the development of ethical judgment is necessary in order to ensure that the person will become a mentor 
for his coworkers. Regarding the validation of the second hypothesis, managers can resort to a new type of 
disciplinary measures when it comes to unethical subordinates. Working next to persons that manifest an ethical 
behavior will influence the way unethical subordinates act and will lead them towards a better manifestation. A 
possible explanation is the manifestation of an imitation phenomenon and the desire to belong to the organization.  
 
6. Conclusions and limitations  
 
Current literature is organized around the notion that organizational heroes are individuals who work 
obsessively to create a strong organizational culture (Deal & Kennedy, 1982). They personify the organizational 
values and define role models in their organizations (Dion, 1996).  
By conceptualizing the deontological hero construct, a physical relationship between organizational culture, 
deontological behavior and leadership is established. The deontological hero is first of all the result of coworker 
perception and his superpower is dealing with moral dilemmas in a deontological way.  
The results of the empirical study have confirmed both hypotheses and have led to the conclusion that there is a very 
strong link between the employee perception of ethical behavior manifested by their superiors or colleagues and the 
way these coworkers are viewed as role models. Therefore, if employees have the perception that their superiors or 
colleagues manifest in a deontological way these coworkers will become deontological heroes. It can also be stated 
that there is a reverse to this situation when employees have the perception that their coworkers manifest in an 
unethical way. These superiors of colleagues will never become mentors or role models.  
Testing ethical behavior is always difficult and a hard subject for respondents (Akaah, 1989; Travino, 1992). It is 
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even more difficult to determine employees to give answers concerning the ethical behavior of superiors and 
coworkers. Therefore, the study could be subjected to test errors that could make respondents give social acceptable 
answers instead of true ones, a fact also noted by Liedtka (1992). This type of error is common to all researches 
concerning human morality. 
Another limitation and probably the most important one is that the study states that in order to become a role 
model the only condition is the manifestation of deontological behavior. A single variable surely cannot explain the 
way a person is perceived as a role model. At the same time, given the very strong links determined by the current 
study, we can state that the manifestation of deontological behavior is one of the variables that determine how a 
person is regarded as a role model. How the perception about role models functions deserves a study of its own that 
will lead to the creation of a model. Definitely a large number of variables will be needed to determine the model, 
but surely deontological behavior will be one of them. 
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